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After war broke out in late January between Ecuador and its southern neighbor Peru, the
acrimonious relations between Ecuadoran President Sixto Duran Ballen and the oppositioncontrolled Congress improved dramatically. However, optimistic predictions that Congress would
pass the president's controversial constitutional amendments appear doomed as opposition to the
measures increases and workers, campesinos, and indigenous groups call a strike. During the fiveweek undeclared border war, Duran Ballen's dismal political standing did an amazing about face.
His presidency had been marred by very low approval ratings, and after the May 1994 congressional
elections, the new Congress appeared bent on thwarting every administration initiative (see
NotiSur, 08/26/94 and 10/28/94).
Congress had blocked legislation that would have permitted privatization of state companies. It
also impeached several ministers for relatively minor causes, and former finance minister Cesar
Robelino resigned rather than submit to the impeachment hearings. However, in the wake of a
wave of nationalist sentiment that accompanied the border war, Duran Ballen's popularity soared,
from 16% in August 1994 to 78% in late March, and Congress fell in line supporting the president's
handling of the conflict. "The threat of a Peruvian invasion united the Ecuadoran people," Congress
President Heinz Moeller of the opposition Partido Social Cristiano (PSC) who had led the criticism
of Duran Ballen's administration said in April. During this period of harmony, both Duran Ballen
and congressional leaders expressed the hope of reaching a consensus on the constitutional reforms
that the president wants enacted.
A referendum in August 1994 approved a 100-day special session of Congress to debate the
proposed changes and authorized the president to call another referendum if Congress failed
to finish its deliberations during that time (see NotiSur, 09/02/94). Therefore, when the 100-day
period ended on January 12 with little progress, Duran Ballen called another referendum for May
21 (see NotiSur, 01/13/95). However, just at that time fighting on the border erupted overshadowing
all other issues. In the spirit of cooperation that followed, on March 6 Duran Ballen called off
the scheduled referendum, saying he was optimistic that a consensus could be reached. Moeller
and other opposition leaders also agreed to try to avoid the costly and divisive referendum.
Despite the pledges of cooperation, however, divisiveness has returned to the Congress and
consensus is increasingly unlikely. In addition, on April 26 Abdal Bucaram of the Partido Roldosista
Ecuatoriano (PRE) accused Finance Minister Mauricio Pinto, who had only been in office three
weeks, of attempting to bribe three PRE deputies to vote in support of the privatization measures.
"Pinto offered them US$300,000," said Bucaram. "Our deputies will petition for a congressional
investigation this week."
Under the Ecuadoran Constitution, Congress can investigate and fire ministers. Pinto is the fourth
finance minister since Duran Ballen took office in August 1992. On April 29, the administration
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proposed another attempt to reach consensus on the most controversial matters, including
privatization of "strategic" state enterprises, such as telecommunications, oil, electric power, and the
social security system, although they still lacked the necessary votes. In response, Moeller convoked
a special session of Congress on May 10 to debate the issues again, adding that, if the PRE and other
parties who oppose the measures continue to block approval, "the only alternative will be for the
executive to call another referendum." Moeller said he hoped the matter could be resolved by June
1.
"If on June 1 or by whatever date I make the definitive diagnosis regarding what is happening in
Congress, and if in good conscience I have to sadly conclude that these deputies are incapable of
resolving the matter, we will take the matter directly to the people to ask them what they want,
and then do it," he said. The two pro-government parties, which only control 10 of the 77 seats in
Congress, plus Moeller's Partido Social Cristiano (PSC) with 26 seats, favor the reforms, while the
other parties, including the PRE, oppose. A two-thirds vote is necessary to pass a constitutional
amendment.
In addition to opposition within Congress, on May 15 labor, indigenous, and campesino
organizations announced they were mounting a counteroffensive to block the privatization of social
security and the other state enterprises. "We are going to reject the transfer of the only patrimony
that the working class has left," said Fausto Duran, secretary general of the Frente Unitario de
Trabajadores (FUT), in announcing a work stoppage for May 25 and 26. Although in this instance
the FUT does not have the support of the Frente Popular, a union federation allied to the leftist
Movimiento Popular Democratico (MPD), it does have the support of one million indigenous who
belong to the rural social security program Seguro Social Campesino (SSC). SSC members say
privatizing social security would jeopardize their access to health care. On May 24, the government
called out the police to "protect state property and maintain public order." On the same day, a group
of indigenous peacefully occupied the Santo Domingo Catholic Church in downtown Quito, in
solidarity with the work stoppage.
Indigenous leader Jorge Loor said three Indians were shot and wounded on May 23 in a village near
the Colombian border during a demonstration protesting the perceived threat to their social security
benefits. Meanwhile, Labor and Human Resources Minister Alfredo Corral called the impending
strike "illegal and unjustified." And, with the strike looming, Government Minister Abraham
Romero reminded workers that the government could use the exceptional powers granted under the
existing state of emergency which took effect when war broke out with Peru to respond to the strike.
"All those who promote disturbances and try to create chaos will be sanctioned," Romero said.
The government extended the state of emergency on May 6, citing the continued tensions between
Ecuador and Peru (see NotiSur, 05/19/95). Other cabinet members also warned against the strike.
"Work stoppages, in addition to delaying the economic development of the country, in no way
resolve the problems of the workers," said Labor Minister Corral. "The only thing they do is
jeopardize the normal flow of activities." (Sources: Reuter, 04/10/95, 04/26/95; Notimex, 04/29/95,
05/23/95; Agence France-Presse, 05/03/95, 05/06/95, 05/08/95, 05/10/95, 05/11/95, 05/15/95, 05/23/95,
05/25/95)
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